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SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE CITY MANAGER PLAN 
OF GOVERNMENT 1 

HERMAN G. JAMES 

Director of the Bureau of Municipal Research and Reference, University of Texas 

Mr. Upson has shown us very clearly what has been accom- 
plished in practice under the city manager plan in Dayton. 
There are, however, some considerations in connection with the 
theory of the city manager plan which are worthy of attention, 
and I am glad that Professor Hatton touched upon the theory 
side in his remarks. 

I am an enthusiastic advocate of the city manager plan and 
we have several cities in Texas operating under that form and 
others now considering its adoption, largely as a result of the 
support given to the plan by our bureau of municipal research 
and reference. At the same time, I am not without some very 
grave misgivings as to how the plan will work out in practice be- 
cause of the all important question of the kind of men who will 
be chosen for these places. 

Of course it is apparent that the men chosen must be chosen 
for their expert qualifications and not for political reasons. 
That is axiomatic. But it is to my mind almost equally impor- 
tant that the proper kind of qualifications be insisted upon. It is 
not enough that the city manager be a first class business man 
or manager in the ordinary sense. If he is no more than that I 
confess I do not look forward to much advance in municipal 
ideals and accomplishments under this new plan. He must in- 
deed have the above qualifications if he is to succeed as manager. 
But more than that he must be a man of liberal training, broad 
point of view and a comprehensive conception of the real prob- 
lems of urban life. 

1 A paper read at the eleventh annual meeting of the American Political 
Science Association. 
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For that reason, I have advocated calling him mayor instead 
of business manager or city manager, for I hope that the office 
will be filled by men of the training and type of the German bur- 
gomaster father than of the type of our successful American 
business men and managers. For the same reason, also, I feel 
it to be unfortunate that almost all of the city managers so far 
chosen are engineers. It is true that for smaller cities there are 
very important considerations of economy in favor of appointing 
an engineer to the position. For most of the work of a small 
city consists in work of an engineering character and the salary 
of a city engineer can be saved by appointing an engineer to the 
post of city manager. But the same reason does not apply in the 
case of larger cities where the general supervisory duties of the 
city manager would occupy his time to such an extent that he 
could not himself take immediate charge of any one department. 
In such cities the prime considerations in choosing the city man- 
ager should be those enumerated above, and those qualifications 
are certainly by no means found exclusively or even preponder- 
atingly among men in the engineering profession. 

Now that leads me to consider another point touched upon 
here in the discussion, namely the danger of giving too much 
prominence to the city manager as a factor in government and 
so inevitably making him a political issue. He should certainly 
remain in the background as far as the public is concerned, but 
within the city government he must be accorded by the repre- 
sentative body much the same position that is accorded to the 
president of the university by the regents or to the superintend- 
ent of schools by the board of education. In no other way it 
seems to me can the greatest possibilities of the new plan come 
to fruition. 

There remains one important point to be touched upon in this 
connection, and that is the question of where and how cities are 
to find managers of the high order described above. If our 
universities were doing their duty we could say, look to gradu- 
ates of the universities trained with this in view. But unfor- 
tunately our universities are not doing their duty in this regard, 
and though a feeble beginning has been made here and there, 
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it is to be feared that the movement for the city manager, with 
all that it promises will eventually fail, not because our cities 
are unwilling to try it, not because the plan itself is not a good 
one, but because our institutions of higher learning have failed 
to grasp the opportunity within their reach for conferring a last- 
ing good on our American municipalities. 



